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SPECIES FOCUS
The Egyptian Vulture

Neophron percnopterus

The Egyptian Vulture is 
a globally endangered 
species according to the 
IUCN Red List criteria. 
Its global population is 
estimated at 21,000- 
67,000 individuals with 
a steady downward 
trend. In the Balkans, its 
population has declined 
by 80% over the last 30 
years.

The Egyptian Vulture 
prefers open hills and 
low mountain ranges. 
Pairs nest in niches, 
ledges and crevices in 
cliff faces, and the nest is 
usually occupied for many 
years. The species is 
monogamous and mature 
at 5-6 years. Females 
lay 1-2 eggs. In Ancient 
Egypt it was revered as a 
symbol of parental care, 
and a symbol representing 
the bird is used as the 
hieroglyphic letter ‘A’.

In Europe, the Egyptian 
Vulture is a long-distance 
migrant. In September, 
vultures fly thousands of 
kilometres south to spend 
the winter months in the 
Sahel zone of Africa. In 
spring, adults fly back to 
their nesting territories 
in countries around the 
Mediterranean and Black 
Sea, while immature birds 
may spend a year or two 
in Africa before their 
return.

The Egyptian Vulture 
has a diverse diet but 
feeds mainly on carrion. 
Together with other 
vultures, it implements 
the role of ‘nature’s 
cleaning crew’. The 
Egyptian Vulture helps 
in the prevention of the 
spread of diseases by 
clearing the environment 
of carcasses.

The species is well known 
for its intelligence, and 
is one of the few bird 
species in the world to 
use tools. In Africa the 
vulture can often be seen 
breaking ostrich eggs 
using a stone.

The Egyptian Vulture is culturally resonate 
along its entire migration route, finding 
its way into folk tales, legend and ritual. 
Unfortunately it is subject to persecution, 
poisoning and many other threats as it 
migrates. The Egyptian Vulture NEW Life 
Project set out to identify and address the 
cause of decline.
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THE PROJECT
Overview

“Urgent Actions to Strengthen the Balkan 
Population of the Egyptian Vulture and Secure 

its Flyway.”

5.5 years 
(1 July 2017 – 31 December 2022) 

“Egyptian Vulture 
New LIFE Project”
(LIFE16 NAT/BG/000874)

In the period 2011-2016, the EU LIFE 
project “The Return of the Neophron” 
(LIFE10 NAT/BG/000152) implemented 
diverse conservation actions in the Balkans 
to reverse the negative population trend. 
Unfortunately the population continued to 
decline and it was found that much of the 
mortality happens along the flyway. As a 
follow up to this initial project and in line 
with the Egyptian Vulture Flyway Action 
Plan adopted at CMS COP12 in 2017 as 
annex 4 of the Vulture MsAP, 22 partners 
from 14 countries across Europe, Asia and 
Africa joined together to form the Egyptian 
Vulture New LIFE Project. The new project 
would reinforce the easternmost European 
Egyptian Vulture population as well as 
investigating threats along the migration route 
and delivering urgent conservation measures 
to address those major threats at breeding 
grounds and along the flyway migration route.

Background

Budget
Overall 5,848,458 € (maximum EU 
contribution 4,386,343 €)
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THE PROJECT
Where we work

Sources: Esri, HERE, Garmin, Intermap, increment P Corp., GEBCO, USGS, FAO, NPS, NRCAN, GeoBase, IGN,
Kadaster NL, Ordnance Survey, Esri Japan, METI, Esri China (Hong Kong), (c) OpenStreetMap contributors, and the
GIS User Community
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THREATS
Along the flyway

Direct persecution and trafficking

Electrocution and collisions 
with energy infrastructure

Poisoning

Water barriers

Historically encouraged in many regions until the 1970s, illegal shooting 
and taking eggs and chicks from the nest are significant factors in the 
decline of the Egyptian Vulture. Vultures are also captured alive and 
sold at markets, or poached for specific body parts for sale for use in 
traditional medicine in some countries in Africa. Entire individuals might 
be used for taxidermy.

Egyptian Vultures and other migratory soaring birds will often use 
electricity poles for roosting and resting. This behaviour can have fatal 
consequences, especially when the birds crash into cables or make 
contact with poles. There is a high risk of collision with wind turbines 
too, as usually the best places for wind turbine farms are sites with 
constant wind currents, where vultures and other soaring birds use the 
currents to gather height without spending too much energy.

Poisoning is a major threat to the Egyptian Vulture and it presents itself 
in many shapes and forms. Very frequently, poison bait are used for 
predator control due to human-carnivore conflict, killing the vultures 
when they feed on the baits or the dead predator. Vultures also often 
search for food on dumpsites where they may find and consume poison 
targeting feral dogs. The intensification of livestock breeding dictates 
an ever-growing need for NSAIDs for the animals, some of which, like 
Diclofenac, are actually toxic and even lethal for vultures. Rodenticides 
and insecticides used in agriculture pass to the vulture too due to their 
varied diet, affecting their health status and reducing their fitness to 
survive.

Large water bodies are difficult to fly over for soaring birds as there is a 
lack of thermals rising up from below. Without experienced adult birds 
to follow, juvenile birds from the Balkans breeding population migrate 
on instinct directly south, forcing themselves to cross the Mediterranean 
sea, rather than follow safer migration routes further east over land.

الرخمـــة
المصرية

مشروع 

إجراءات عاجلة لحماية الرخمة المصرية
”مجموعة البلقان“ ومسار هجرتها

(LIFE16 NAT/BG/000874)

INTERESTING FACTS :
02
• Egyptian Vultures are the only long-distance migrants among Eurasian vultures.

• Egyptian Vultures are one of the few bird species known to use tools! 

• Vultures were considered a representation of royalty in Egyptian culture.

HOW THE NEW LIFE PROJECT IS HELPING
THE EGYPTIAN VULTURE IN THE MENA REGION

06

Latin Name
Neophron percnopterus

Wingspan
1.7 m (5.6 ft)

Predators
Only humans

Weight
1.5 - 2 Kgs (3.25 - 4.5 lbs)

Greek Name
Asproparis
Ασπροπάρης

Bulgarian Name
Egipetski leshoyad
египетски лешояд

Arabic Name
Alrakhmat Almisria
الرخمـة المصرية

Life Expectancy
Up to 37 Yrs (in Captivity)

Conservation Status
Endangered

Breeding
Monogamous pairs

Location
Europe, Africa & Asia

Length
58 - 70 cms (23 - 28 inches)
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WHY THEY NEED OUR HELP ?
03
The Egyptian Vulture used to be common throughout most of its range in Europe, 
Asia, and the dry parts of Africa, but it has struggled to survive since then due largely 
to the pressures of human activities in the area. This rapid decline of the past two 
decades has resulted in its up-listing as “Endangered” at the global level.

Poisoning Electrocution Collision with
wind Turbines

Illegal Killing
of Birds

THREATS:

WHAT IS BEING DONE ?
04
Biologists & conservationists are working hard to ensure the survival of this very distinctive species.

The “LIFE Project: Urgent Action to Strengthen the Balkan Population of 
the Egyptian Vulture and Secure Its Flyway (LIFE16 NAT/BG/000874)” is 
considered the most ambitious project concerning vulture conservation. 

Period of implementation:

5.5 YEARS
(1.7.2017 - 31.12.2022) 

Budget: overall
5,848,458 €
(maximum EU
contribution
4,386,343 €)

•   Achieving steady increase of the population in the breeding
     ground in the Balkans; 

•   Enhancing the context for conservation along the �yway and
     in the wintering grounds by minimising loss of mature birds.

The strategy of the project builds on
two main components:

10 partners from 14 countries in the Balkans, Africa and Middle 
East, are joining forces to save the last Egyptian vultures by imple-
menting urgent conservation measures that address the major 
threats to the species.  

The aim is to reduce deliberate and accidental poisoning, poaching, 
use of the bird in cultural and belief-based or medical practices in 
Africa, electrocution risk in roosting sites, and to increase food 
availability at its breeding and wintering grounds and along its 
�yway.  

Τhe Project is funded by the LIFE Programme of the European 
Union and co-funded by BirdLife International in the Middle East 
and in Africa as well as through national support for project 
activities throughout project areas in Europe, the Middle East 
and Africa.

EGYPTIAN  VULTURE
New LIFE
PROJECT
"Urgent Actions to Strengthen the Balkan Population
of the Egyptian Vulture and Secure Its Flyway”
(LIFE16 NAT/BG/000874)

AMBITIOUS VENTURE FOR
A MAGNIFICENT VULTURE

WHO IS INVOLVED IN THE PROJECT?

RANGE STATES :
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Sudan
Chad

Niger

Egypt

Turkey

Saudi Arabia

Nigeria Ethiopia

Syria

Bulgaria

Jordan

Greece

Albania
FYROM

Lebanon

Sources: Esri, USGS, NOAA
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Follow Hedjet here:

JORDAN

EGYPT

Syrian Society for Conservation of 
Wildlife Collected observational data 
on the threats from hunting 
and electrocution.

SYRIA
Initial assessment for the use
of medical products  and its
availability in the market.

Field study to assess the hunting 
threat and its e	ect on the raptors in 
general.

@birdlife_me@birdLifeme

© Sharif Jbour

Investigation of veterinary medical products, 
dangerous for vultures especially diclofenac.
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On International Vulture Awareness Day:   
Nature Conservation Egypt (NCE) has 
organized a birdwatching and photography  
trip to Lake Qaroun (a Ramsar wetland site 
and IBA).

© N
adia

 g
ha

na
m

 &
 N

C
E

© M
ik

e 
M

cG
ra

d
y

From the Local market to its Natural 
Habitat: 
An Egyptian Vulture was rescued from 
the local market and released in Dana 
Biosphere Reserve.

© R
SCN

Hedjet, a wild chick from a foster nest 
in Bulgaria, successfully crossed the 
sea and reached the African shore in 
Egypt! A "Name Wanted" contest was 
held on Facebook, and he was named 
Hedjet; meaning in Ancient Egyptian: 
"White Crown". © V
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From the Zoo to the Wild: “Wesal”, an Egyptian Vulture 
that has been kept in a local zoo with minimum care 
was rescued back to health & into the wild under the 
NEW LIFE Project,  by the Royal Society For the Conservation 
Of Nature (RSCN) and Al Ma'wa for nature and wildlife.

©
 Sharif Jbour

Spring migration: NCE monitored 
the status of the Egyptian  Vulture in 
Egypt through reviews and reports on 
the threats facing the Egyptian Vulture 
in the Red Sea rift �yway.
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ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Preparatory Research

We carried out a feasibility study in the Balkans 
for population reinforcement.

Ethnographic and sociological studies were 
conducted to inform efficient communication 
campaigns.

We published more than 10 papers in peer-
reviewed scientific journals to provide an 
evidence base for the conservation actions in 
this project.

Since the start of the project, over 50 Egyptian 
Vultures have been tagged with state of the art 
satellite transmitters in Bulgaria and along the 
flyway to acquire data about their lives.

This has substantially improved our knowledge 
on the migration strategies, survival and 
productivity of Egyptian Vultures along the 
flyway.

It also enabled us to investigate the magnitude 
and root causes of the main threats to the birds 
along the flyway.
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National Anti-poisoning Road Maps were 
developed for Bulgaria, Albania and North 
Macedonia, and local anti-poisoning action 
plans were adopted in Greece.

Two anti-poisoning canine teams were 
established in the Bulgarian police force, the 
first in Europe outside of Spain.

Local anti-poisoning networks established 
and maintained in the Balkans, with over 250 
people included; first-aid kits, electric fences, 
fladries and shepherd dogs distributed to 
members of the network.

Alternative methods to poisoning to mitigate 
human-carnivore conflict were tested in 
Greece; including fladries, fox lights and local 
breeds of livestock guarding dogs.

Over 100 poison baits were removed from the 
environment thanks to the work of anti-poison 
canine teams in Greece and Bulgaria.

We developed guidelines for anti-poisoning 
activities and trained over 100 employees from 
national and local authorities.

A Balkans poisoning database and map was 
developed.

Substantial efforts were made to ban 
Diclofenac and other NSAIDs for veterinary use 
in Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Syria

Protocols for management of poisoned animals 
were created in Ethiopia and presented to 
relevant authorities.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Anti-poisoning Work
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Over 1,500 hazardous electricity poles were 
insulated in 6 countries across the flyway, and 
the impact of that work was proven through 
post-construction surveys.

We were consulted on the plans for two wind 
energy developments to look at the potential 
impact on birds, and we were able to suggest 
resiting of turbines and other mitigation 
measures.

We identified the potential collision hotspots 
with energy infrastructure for Egyptian Vultures 
and other birds along the flyway.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Collaboration with 
Energy Sector 

Training workshops were held to build capacity 
with over 100 representatives from electricity 
companies, environmental NGOs and other 
stakeholders to mitigate bird mortality due to 
energy infrastructure in the Balkans, Middle 
East and Africa.

Agreements were signed between the project 
partners and energy companies or relevant 
authorities in Jordan, Saudi Arabia and 
Ethiopia.
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ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Combat Illegal Killing 
and Trafficking

In 2022 the biggest wildlife market in Egypt 
was closed down following pressure from the 
project partnership.

An anti-poaching unit was established in 
Lebanon, and a multi-institutional working 
group to combat wildlife crime was established 
in Bulgaria.

10 Egyptian Vultures were confiscated from 
illegal collections in Lebanon, Syria, Niger and 
Jordan. Most of these birds were imported 
into the captive breeding programme of the 
European Association of Zoos and Aquaria, 
which provides young birds for release into the 
wild.

A handbook to identify birds subject to illegal 
trafficking was distributed to 500 police 
officers and rangers in five countries.

A manual for plant-based alternatives to vulture 
part use in traditional medicine was created in 
Nigeria.

Following over two years of engaging more than 
5000 stakeholders in Niger about the illegal 
killing and trafficking of vultures, there was a 
reduction in the number of vulture parts for sale 
in local markets from 36 in 2019 to only 1 in 
2022.

300 local stakeholders were trained in Nigeria 
and Niger to combat the use of vultures in 
traditional medicine.

Capacity was increased in 100 employees of 
authorities in the Balkans to identify bird crimes 

A campaign to replace stuffed birds with 
photographs of birds alive in the wild in hotels 
and restaurants in Albania was implemented.
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A captive breeding pool of adult birds was 
established in close collaboration with Prague 
Zoo and EAZA EEP in addition to three pairs 
successfully breeding in the Green Balkans’ 
Wildlife Breeding and Rehabilitation Centre.

30 captive-bred birds were released into the 
wild, and for the first time three different 
release methods were simultaneously tested.

A reinforcement strategy was developed for the 
next 20 years in Bulgaria and Greece.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Restocking the Balkans
Population

10
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11 supplementary feeding stations were 
established and maintained under the project, 
providing 50% of the Balkan Egyptian Vulture 
population with regular and safe food.

An annual nest-guarding programme covering 
50% of the Egyptian Vulture chicks in Bulgaria 
was established, which helped to rescue 6 
chicks that hatched late or were abandoned by 
parents. This programme was mostly staffed by 
over 100 volunteers from 10 countries.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Supplementary Feeding 
and Nest Guarding
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ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Monitoring Vulture Populations 
to Assess Project Impact

Annual monitoring was carried out in 
the Balkans on breeding pairs, gathering 
information on presence of pairs and how 
successful they were. ‘Prior to migration 
congregations’ were also counted each year.

Monitoring of migration bottleneck sites 
annually in Turkey (over 800 Egyptian Vultures 
counted) and Egypt (over 1,200 Egyptian 
Vultures counted) was established.

Monitoring of wintering congregations in 
Ethiopia (over 1,000 Egyptian Vultures 
counted) and Saudi Arabia (200 Egyptian 
Vultures counted) was established.
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Targeted environmental-education programmes 
were developed and implemented in Greece, 
Bulgaria, Albania, Lebanon, Niger and Ethiopia.

Awareness and knowledge of vulture 
conservation and threats increased in over 
4,300 pupils in 100 schools.

Student groups for the Egyptian Vulture were 
established in Greece, Albania, Bulgaria, 
Lebanon and Ethiopia.

Youth established as ambassadors for 
communicating conservation messages along 
the flyway.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Environmental Education

13



www.lifeneophron.eu

‘A Mile for the Egyptian Vulture’ campaign 
collaborated with running and cycling events 
by associating the efforts of marathon runners 
with perilous journeys of migratory birds. The 
campaign was implemented in 8 countries, 
directly involved ca. 50,000 runners and 
reached over 4 million people through media 
channels.

The ‘Fly with the Vulture’ campaign raised 
public awareness at crowded public places 
(airports, metro stations, tourist sites) about 
the conservation status and threats affecting 
vultures, by using alternative communication 
tools such as murals or signboards. The 
campaign was implemented in 8 countries and 
reached over 25 million people.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Flyway Communication 
Campaigns
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We celebrated International Vulture Awareness 
Day, World Migratory Bird Day, and other 
campaigns through 121 events in 12 countries, 
reaching over 895,000 people.

To reach new audiences, celebrities became 
conservation ambassadors to further raise 
awareness of the plight of the Egyptian Vulture.

The project had a strong media presence, 
featuring in over 7000 publications in a variety 
of media.

Our project website featured news items, 
webcams of Egyptian Vulture nests and 
downloadable resources, and received over 
60,000 unique visits from 171 countries.

The project newsletter disseminated our news 
to more than 200,000 people and the project’s 
social media channels reached more than 2 
million people.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Media Presence
and Public Awareness

15



www.lifeneophron.eu

We closely collaborated with other projects 
funded by LIFE, GEF, MAVA, IUCN and others 
which are being implemented in Europe, 
Africa, Central Asia and the Middle East. This 
resulted in co-organised regional meetings with 
stakeholders in the field of energy, wildlife 
crime and poisoning.

ACTIVITIES & OUTCOMES

Sharing Experience
and Networking

We co-organized the European Vulture 
Conference 2019 and organizing the Egyptian 
Vulture Online Conference 2022, which 
featured more than 60 speakers from 26 
countries over two days.

The project supported the mid-term review of 
the Egyptian Vulture Flyway Action Plan under 
CMS Vulture MsAP, an update of the Egyptian 
Vulture National Action Plan for Bulgaria, 
regional Road Map to tackle IKB in the Middle 
East, and Vulture Conservation Action Plan for 
West Africa.

Project results and conservation actions were 
presented at 55 international conferences.
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SUMMARY & LEGACY
Project Achievements

Halted the decline of the Egyptian Vulture’s 
population in the Balkans.

Flyway threats located and evaluated based on 
scientific evidence.

Deep understanding and skills acquired 
to implement population reinforcement 
programme until all threats are mitigated.

International conservation network established, 
solving different conservation issues along the 
flyway.

Significant understanding and capacity built in 
stakeholders along the flyway to identify and 
mitigate major threats to the Egyptian Vulture 
and other migratory soaring birds by use of 
state-of-art approaches.

Egyptian Vultures along the flyway are 
recognized and linked to positive emotions 
in the general public, local communities and 
youth due to its ecological function and 
cultural significance.
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PILLARS FOR 
FUTURE WORK

Continue and intensify the anti-poison work in the Balkans by assigning a more 
central role to authorities.

Lobby to apply governmental decisions at a national level for bird-safe energy 
infrastructure along the flyway, especially in Turkey, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and 
Ethiopia.

Endorse regional road maps and national action plans to combat the illegal killing of 
birds in the Middle East and West Africa.

Lobby to improve and enforce the legislation related to poison use along the flyway 
to control populations of terrestrial predators and feral dogs.

Further investigate and work with decision makers to mitigate the impact of the 
veterinary use of Diclofenac and other NSAIDs on vultures in the Middle East and 
Africa.

Establish a corridor of controlled local carcass dumps along the flyway to supply 
migratory avian scavengers with regular and safe food.

Continue and expand the captive breeding and reinforcement programme in the 
Balkans.

Mainstream conservation objectives through collaboration with other sectors, such as 
agriculture, tourism, education, etc.

Maintain and expand the created partnership through involvement in new joint 

projects, strategies and initiatives.
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The EC programme LIFE+
The A.G. Leventis Foundation
GEF & UNDP
Disney Conservation Fund
GREEN FUND
MAVA Foundation

Financing

Associated Beneficiaries  

Hellenic Ornithological Society / BirdLife Greece (HOS), 
WWF Greece, The Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds / BirdLife UK (RSPB), Doğa Derneği / BirdLife Turkey 
(DD), Regional offices of BirdLife International in Africa 
and Middle East, A.P. Leventis Ornithological and Research 
Institute (APLORI), CMS Raptors MoU, Green Balkans

Bulgarian Society for the Protection of Birds / BirdLife Bulgaria (BSPB).

Subcontracting Partners

Coordinating Beneficiary

Albanian Ornithological Society (AOS), Protection and 
Preservation of Natural Environment Albania (PPNEA), 
Macedonian Ecological Society / BirdLife North Macedonia 
(MES), Royal Society for Conservation of Nature / BirdLife 
Jordan (RSCN), Society for Protection of Nature in Lebanon 
/ BirdLife Lebanon (SPNL), Syrian Society for Conservation 
of Wildlife / BirdLife Syria (SSCW), Nature Iraq / BirdLife 
Iraq (NI), Nature Conservation Egypt / BirdLife Egypt 
(NCE), Sahara Conservation Fund (SCF), Ethiopian Wildlife 
and Natural History Society / BirdLife Ethiopia (EWNHS), 
Nigerian Conservation Foundation / BirdLife Nigeria (NCF)

Other Key Partners

National Center of Wildlife (NCW), Prague Zoo, Vulture
Conservation Foundation, IUCN Vulture Specialist Group

Project focal point and Project Manager

Dr Stoyan Nikolov (BSPB) stoyan.nikolov@bspb.org

PROJECT DETAIL
Partners and Funding

When the idea for this large scale and ambitious project was born, many were 
sceptical it could succeed. Wise people say that it’s actually the “crazy ones” who 
change the World. We thought big and delivered.

The project team and its partners would like to express significant gratitude and 
respect to everyone who helped in achieving our goal and who “filled the unforgiving 
minute with sixty seconds worth of running for the Egyptian vulture”.

It was a real privilege to work with such a dedicated international team!
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Safe flyway for the Egyptian Vulture


